The British Medical Association's report on 'alternative therapy' gave an excellent though brief account of current unorthodox methods of treatment with reasons why the theory behind them is unacceptable in terms of scientific medicine", There is a reference to holistic medicine in the BMA report, but no exposition of the holistic approach is given. Some advocates of holistic medicine seem prepared to use any method of treatment which, they consider, might possibly help their patients, including various forms of 'alternative therapy'. They claim to approach 'alternative therapy' with an open mind, however unscientific may be the basis of such treatment. Although some holistic physicians agree to the use of supernatural methods such as spiritual healing others avoid this type of treatment, but emphasize the importance of psychological and social factors in healing. All insist that we must treat the patient as a person and 'as a whole'; there is sometimes even a suggestion that we ignore 'a vital force' essential for promoting natural recovery in disease. The emphasis on treating the patient as a person and not as a machine is welcome, but it is surely possible to accept this without abandoning scientific methods including a mechanistic approach to medical problems. Nevertheless mechanism in physiology and medicine is a favourite target for attack by physicians interested in holistic medicine. References to the holistic approach in medicine seem to be on the increase in current medical literature and they give the impression that holistic medicine is well established with firm theoretical foundations. There are, however, convincing arguments against some of the ideas put forward in support of holistic medicine.
Underlying holism is the assertion that 'the whole is more than the sum of its parts' and therefore that the explanation of biological phenomena in terms of physics and chemistry is unsound. The concept of holism is discussed by Ledermann in relation to the philosophy of J C Smuts", The maintenance of wholeness, it seems, requires a 'holistic force' though the nature of that force and how it operates is not clear. The 'holistic force' was mentioned by Smuts in his book on Holism and Evolution and it was a creative principle responsible for novelty in evolution. He rejected Weissman's theory that normal environmental influences did not affect germ cells, but this notion of Smuts is at variance with modern ideas on evolution", The concept of emergence is closely related to holism and should be brought to bear on the assertion that 'the whole is more than the sum of its parts'. Emergent properties in simple chemical compounds (eg optical properties) though not always explicable in terms of the numbers of the various constituent atoms can often be explained in terms of structure. A given animal has the 'whole' structure that it displays because of the special arrangement of its parts. The temperature regulating mechanism in mammals is an emergent property due to the way the components in metabolic processes are related to one another-, There is no need to introduce a 'holistic force' which is teleological to explain the emergence of properties of living things as suggested by Ledermann in this discussion of Smuts' philosophy. The holistic philosophy of Smuts does not, in my opinion, provide a very secure foundation for holistic medicine.
The holistic physicians when condemning a mechanistic approach in the study of health and disease maintain that in any case it is out of date in view of the advances in physics. The Heisenberg uncertainty principle is used to justify abandoning mechanistic methods in medicine, but although indeterminism is present at the level of submicroscopic particles it remains true that at the macroscopic level of ordinary objects the deterministic laws of physics still apply.
Theories in physics and in neurophysiology based on holography have been put forward in support of a holistic approach in medicine. The views of the eminent physicist David Bohm have been quoted. Bohm thinks of the universe in holographic terms, but this is a minority view among physicists", Karl Pribram, the distinguished neurophysiologist, has ideas about the nature of neural processes, particularly in relation to memory, based on holography. He considers that the slow potential changes connected with activity in dendrites can form a pattern which is a neural hologram". However, slow potential changes specifically related to memory have not been identified", Many find the views of Bohm and Pribram attractive, and they could eventually be found to be correct, but at present there seems to be insufficient evidence supporting them to justify the erection of a medical philosophy of holism with their work as part of the foundations.
The Gestalt School of Psychology took a holistic view in psychology emphasizing, for example, that in what was perceived the whole was more than the sum of its parts. It is generally agreed that the Gestalt Psychologists did valuable work in perception. Pietroni, an advocate of holistic medicine, has suggested that field theory derived from the work of Clerk Maxwell in the 19th century and amplified by modern physicists can contribute to our understanding of such 'alternative therapies' as acupuncture and spiritual healing". It is of interest, therefore, that the holistic approach of the Gestalt Psychologists is based on the field theory of the physicists", These psychologists thought that in perception the form of the objects perceived was reproduced by electrical field forces in the brain and this was called the theory of 'Isomorphism'. In the opinion of the neurophysiologist Sir Richard Gregory there is no definite evidence for the brain fields of the Gestalt Psychologists and most authorities would agree with this conclusion'P, There is no doubt that the mechanistic approach has been immensely successful in science, and much progress has been made in recent years in explaining the struoture and function of the animal body in biochemical terms based ultimately on the genetic code. It is because of such progress in the study of the body that there has been a failure, according to Pietroni, to incorporate the discoveries of Freud into the medical framework, and I presume he considers this desirable from the point of view of holistic medicines. I think, however, that earlier in the present century Freud's work was influential in medicine, but is less so today largely because it has not produced satisfactory therapeutic results. It has been pointed out that the tendency to natural recovery in neuroses may give the impression that psychotherapy has been successful. When proper clinical trials have been undertaken, however, no greater improvement has been noted in the groups receiving psychoanalysis or other forms of psychotherapy than in controls!'. In contrast there has been more definite evidence that a mechanistic approach based on conditioning, namely Behaviour Therapy, is often effective'". Ledermann maintains that mental health is dependent on a holistic force within the mind and that neuroses result from a disintegration of mental wholeness. He considers that the doctrines of psychoanalysis if properly interpreted give support to a holistic approach in medical psychology'", It is doubtful if we are on firm ground when introducing Freudian ideas into scientific medicine. The results of investigations by academic psychologists trying to establish some of Freud's basic ideas on a secure foundation have proved inconclusivels. Many of Freud's theories are difficult to fit into a framework of scientific medicine because they cannot be adequately tested, that is, submitted to tests in which there is a possibility that they may be falsified. Psychoanalytic theories, therefore, often come under the heading of pseudo-science according to the ideas of Popper". This view of the unscientific nature of psychoanalysis is one that is shared by a number of academic psychologists; it is generally agreed, however, that Freud had a stimulating and beneficial effect on the development of psychology.
The holistic physicians obviously have a special interest in their patients' mental states and in psychosomatic medicine. A mechanistic explanation of mind in terms of cerebral activity, though a basic assumption in orthodox medicine, is not, it seems, acceptible to the holist, The holist, nevertheless, maintains that he does not support dualism, that is, the doctrine that mind is separate from the body. Austen Clark, a philosopher, analyses assertions about mental states made by a number ofholists and he comes to the conclusion that the position they have adopted is essentially dualist!". Research undertaken in the field of psychosomatic medicine has shown that mental as well as physical stress can have a significant effect in some diseases. The evidence for the part played by mental factors in illness has been established by normal scientific methods; the psychosomatic effects have been thought of in terms of physical and chemical mechanisms in the brain and endocrine glands and no additional mental activity unassociated with brain function has been considered necessary for a satisfactory explanation.
Valuable criticisms of the principles and practice of holistic medicine are to be found in the book Examining Holistic Medicine 16 edited by D Stalker and C Glymour. In this book the claim that holistic medicine finds support in modern physics and especially in the quantum theory is rigorously analysed. There is also an excellent account of the close links said to exist between holistic and psychosomatic medicine. The holists undoubtedly seek to improve the relationship between doctors and their patients; they stress the importance of treating patients as persons and with a readiness to deal with their emotional as well as their purely physical problems. I am sure most physicians would agree with this aspect of the holists' approach to the patient, but I hope I have said enough to indicate that in holistic medicine there are unscientific elements which should be rejected.
C E Quin
Retired Consultant Rheumatologist, 31 Prince Edward's Road, Lewes, E Sussex BN7 IBL
